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From the first Girl Shows to the neo-burlesque spectacle, the representation of the female body was a 
conflicting/-ed ground in terms of format (e.g. tableaux vivants, cooch and shimmy dancers or strippers) and 
genre transformations (e.g. vaudeville, minstrel, circus, carnival, burlesque, or cabaret) to endure sociopolitical 
distresses and “titillate” spectatorship. Through mimicry, parody and travesty, burlesque performers often 
satirized the content of traditional high-class plays to entertain the working-class audiences who had difficulty in 
understanding the elite’s tastes. Based on their predecessors’ principles, neo-burlesque performers have acquired 
aesthetic corporeality to feed their spectators’ lustful appetites. They stylistically and artistically re/approach 
nostalgic acts and transform toy memories into adult entertainment extravaganzas in order to reshuffle past 
stories, to present glittery sociopolitical her/stories and engage their audiences in their transmedia storytelling 
and re/narratives. In this light, Roxi D’Lite’s Lavender Classic, Camilla Cream’s 1940s Classic, Lola the 
Vamp’s The Doll, and Coco Framboise’s Mr. Potato Head will index how nostalgia, re-visiting of traditional 
tales and toys, and the play on physical and sexual objectification of the female body generate cross-hybridized 
neo-burlesque productions. 
 





When magical words such as “burlesque”
1
 pop up, puzzled facial expressions are 
followed by insightful comments like: “Isn’t that about stripping?” or “Oh! Isn’t Marilyn 
Manson’s ex-wife⸺in a reference to Dita Von Teese⸺doing something like that?” 
Additional questions on why someone should be writing or researching about an obsolete and 
long-foregone spectacle also follow. When it comes to burlesque though, the truth is far from 
these vague and misinterpreted beliefs. It is an undeniable fact that in loci distanced from the 
American popular culture and tradition, burlesque still lacks theatrical and sociopolitical 
value since there is limited knowledge in reference to the genre per se and very few or no 
performers to stage equivalent shows. Subsequently, venues staging live shows would not 
make efficient profit if they attempted to stage a burlesque show since wider audiences are 
often unaware of the genre, its technicalities, its long tradition and its most recent 
resurrection. Moreover, for spectators whose cultural background is closer to that of the 
American popular culture and have a vague knowledge of the genre, it is often observed that 
                                                          
1
 The term derives from the Latin word “burla,” which means to mock or to satirize. According to 
dictionary.com, the term probably originated around 1650-1660 and it derives from the 
French and Italian burlesco, equivalent to burl(a). Another potential explanation is that it probably derives from 
the Spanish cf. burladero + -esco -esque. Nowadays, according to the Online Etymology Dictionary, in 
American English it is considered a “variety show featuring striptease” and acquired this notion after 1870. 
Originally (1857), it consisted of “sketches at the end of minstrel shows.” 
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there is a distorted view of what burlesque actually stands for as it is conflated with the art of 
stripping when it is performed in strip clubs or private shows for the exchange of money 
slipped into the performers’ G-strings. Another aperçu ranks burlesque among the foregone 
oral tradition narratives that are nostalgically reminisced and narrated by their ancestors. As 
Edwin Burr Pettet and Edwin Burr Pettit pinpoint on the matter: 
 
The comedy routines of our burlesque theatre exist only in the minds of the 
performers—routines almost never recorded on paper, but handed down from the 
actor’s theatre of antiquity, passed from generation to generation, adapted always the 
needs and tastes of the hour, but preserving fundamentally the outlines established in 
the dim days before history began. (14) 
 
In this light, in this article it is my intention to restore some of the misconceptions stated 
above. I offer an overview of how the genre has reintroduced itself as neo-burlesque around 
the 1990s to assist spectators who delve into the past to evoke memories, get mesmerized by 
the glittery phantasmagoria and reflect upon the sociopolitical agenda of the present viewed 
from a neo-burlesque spectrum. In order to achieve these desiderata, Roxi D’Lite’s Lavender 
Classic, Camilla Cream’s 1940s Classic, Lola the Vamp’s The Doll and Coco Framboise’s 
Mr. Potato Head will be brought into neo-burlesque limelight. They will also raise questions 
on female objectification, the restoration of burlesque’s comedic and sociopolitical overtones 
and re/ narrativization of past histories to convert them into new inter/national her/stories 
with the intention to reach wider audiences. 
The Aristophanian
2
 art of burlesque traveled through the decades and across cultures in 
order to reach its present form; that is to re-emerge as a form of entertainment called neo-, 
new, or nouveau, burlesque. During its initial performances in the USA around the 1840s, 
burlesque was synonymous with its Victorian counterpart as presented in Great Britain and 
France.
3
 The genre appeared as comic mockery and satirical travesty of traditional plays, 
which were too difficult to be understood by the working-class audiences and thus, were re-
produced as a pastiche in order to decry the sociopolitical issues of the era. In Richard Grant 
White’s remark, “The motive of burlesque is always satire. . . . Caricature has become a 
social and political power in all civilized communities” (qtd. in Lewis 232). Put simply, 
burlesque offered what other spectacles could not; namely, cheap entertainment, welcoming 
spaces and comprehensible satire. In the second half of the nineteenth century, burlesque 
flourished on the American theatrical stage as the nation was still counting wounds in the 
aftermath of the Civil War. The genre re-designed the map of spectatorship in the American 
theater as far as the sociopolitical aspects of the era, spectators’ attendance and the 
centralization of the female performer’s role are concerned. In this era of theatrical and social 
subversion, the art of burlesque originated as the “spectacle of the poor” in the American 
                                                          
2
 The first “burlesque” spectacles originated in ancient Greek drama as in Aristophanes’ Lycistrata which was 
originally performed in classical Athens in 411 BC. 
3
 Regarding the Victorian style, I refer to the burlesque aesthetic variation that fell upon Chaucer’s, 
Shakespeare’s and the Greco-Roman classics’ oeuvres. 
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theatrical stage gradually gained popularity and audience attendance.
4
 By simultaneously 
responding to the request for a glamorized spatiotemporal transfer—that is a time travel 
experience in comedy, satire, humor and titillation—burlesque gradually transformed into an 
Americanized spectacle with a variety format which collected elements from the minstrel, the 
carnival, and mainly the vaudeville shows. Supplemented with comic strips and sketches, 
acrobatics, circus and carnivalesque pieces, burlesque was finally identified as an all-female 
extravagant and risqué performance, especially after Lydia Thompson and her troupe’s, “The 
British Blondes” performances, reached the Unites States in 1868.
5
 The troupe enticed 
popular spectatorship through leg exposure and cross-dressing performance,
6
 as described in 
Robert C. Allen’s Horrible Prettiness: Burlesque and American Culture (5). 
In the first three decades of the twentieth century, this aesthetic shift towards the focus on 
the exposed female body led to the marginalization of burlesque as low-culture or sub-
culture, while paradoxically receiving immense attention by wider audiences. Burlesque also 
offered a nostalgic reminder of the glorious past and escapism from what people suffered 
during the two World Wars and the Great Depression. Due to the lighthearted “titillating” 
spectacle, mostly male spectators attended the shows to overcome their worries by 
simultaneously feeling that they were intensifying the national sentiment of happiness and 
prosperity during the era. Moreover, the exposure of the female body functioned as an 
antidote to the wars, and acquired national value because “posing undressed began to be 
considered patriotic.
7
 If a woman stood naked, posed as the Statue of Liberty, she was doing 
her duty for the American troops” as Rachel Shteir underlines (66). Correspondingly to the 
warmth, care, and consolation that mothers, sisters, wives or companions could provide in a 
domestic sphere, burlesquers provided this kind of affection with their comic skits, 
exaggeration and satirical references to the foes, but mostly with the revelation of their semi-
naked bodies, beauty, and glamor, which functioned as the ultimate entertaining media for the 
national boost against the ugliness and misery of the era. It was at that specific historic 
moment that burlesque became synonymous with the striptease culture dominating the 
burlesque stages. Burlesque was offering job opportunities to the sidelined women who were 
                                                          
4
 The American audience was originally introduced to burlesque
 
after the 1840s with John Brougham’s
 
Met-a-
mora; or, The Last of the Pollywogs (1847) and Original, Aboriginal, Erratic, Operatic, Semi-civilized, and 
Demi-savage Extravaganza of ‘Pocahontas’ (1855), who is often referred to as the American Aristophanes 
(Allen 103). Zoe Detsi’s article, “Burlesquing ‘Otherness’ in Nineteenth-Century American Theatre: The Image 
of the Indian in John Brougham’s Met-a-mora; or, The Last of the Pollywogs (1847) and Po-Ca-Hon-Tas; or, 
The Gentle Savage (1855)” offers insightful information about Brougham’s plays. 
5
Jane Briggeman in her Burlesque Legendary Stars of the Stage emphasizes Lydia Thompson and the “British 
Blondes”: “The Blondes was comprised of a chorus line of beefy blondes. Lydia stimulated the crowd with an 
occasional bawdy song as part of her act. The hefty chorines, portraying goddesses, spiced up the act further by 
alternately displaying ruffled drawers. As the Blondes’ popularity grew, they altered their routines and toured all 
over the country. They were an attraction for almost twenty years” (14).  
6
 In order to approach this transformation, the previously mentioned feminization of burlesque occurred after the 
productions of The Black Crook which opened at Niblo’s on September 12, 1866 and Ixion in Wood’s theater on 
September 28, 1868 (Allen 110; 8). The spectacles were considered scandalous for the era since the extensive 
leg exposure challenged the social morals and ethics. 
7
 Sherry Briton, a burlesque headliner, who first started out in the chorus at the People’s Theater on the Bowery, 
remembers: “One of the numbers that we did that was created by our choreographer was [inspired by] the Civil 
War. They got us uniforms form a costume house, blue and the gray. We marched around and marched around. 
And at the end they dropped an enormous American flag, and had us saluting, very patriotically, bare-breasted 
[CHUCKLES]” (qtd. in Goldwyn 127). 
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exiled from their former working positions for the men to take over after the soldiers’ return 
from the wars. 
In the decades to follow, burlesque in terms of performers, venues and productions was 
victimized, denounced, prosecuted, shut down, exiled, migrated, altered, and muted but the 
genre was not forgotten. It was not until the 1990s though that burlesque re-emerged as a new 
form of entertainment. As Michelle Baldwin notes, “[w]hen burlesque performance first 
started re-emerging …, almost no one was actually calling it burlesque. The word was 
vintage, and its meaning had been twisted. Burlesque’s association to theater and the 
blending of comedy and sexuality had been forgotten” (24). The vanished art of burlesque re-
appeared as another form of entertainment which shared memories of the past and negotiated 
elements of the present. At first, it was not clearly recognized as burlesque since 
“[p]erformers, audiences, and the press instead referred to it as performance art, or female-to-
female drag, or just creative stripping” (Baldwin 27). As both Shteir and Baldwin pinpoint, it 
was reinvented “as an underground, anti-status quo performance art movement that 
references the historical antecedent of the ‘bump n’ grind era’ of burlesque (1940s-1960s) 
while contextualizing it with modern themes” (qtd. in Lynn Sally 165). In this background, 
inspired by the free-spiritedness of the 1920s, the whimsy female artistry as the glittery 
sequined spectacle of the 1930s and 1940s, and the playfulness of the pin-up girls of the 
1950s, the performers have been practicing a theatrical art which has risen from the past but 
is currently adjusted to the sociopolitical agenda of the twenty-first century. Neo-burlesque is 
a form of performance art through which female artists expose their bodies against patriarchy, 
gender, and race inequalities, financial worries and objectification of the female body. It also 
fulfills the essence of escapism, evokes nostalgic memories, provides an outlet for people’s 
frustrations and “has political overtures,” as Laura Dougherty observes (28). In short, 
burlesque is metamorphosed through the occurrence of neo-burlesque as an attempt to bring 
newness into the old; that is to re-generate a nationalized subgenre that will act against the 
present spectators’ difficulties in an internationalized spectrum. Through their conflicting and 
conflicted bodies owing to the misconceptions and preconceptions accompanying the female 
burlesquers, the performers analyzed in this article will become apparent examples on how 
the burlesque body might still be objectified and conflicted, but they will also prove how 
these bodies can be subjectified; that is, activated, voiced, and responsive, returning the gaze 
or offering a knowing smile and subverting the stereotypical ideas imposed on them. 
 
Neo-burlesque’s Negotiations with Nostalgia: Lavender Classic by Roxi D’Lite and 
1940s Classic by Camilla Cream 
Roxi D’Lite’s Lavender Classic
8





 is as classic as it gets – a true burlesque show. Roxi enters the stage in a 
gorgeous sequined gown before removing layer after layer to reveal a beautiful 
                                                          
8
 Lavender Classic was staged at SKIN Windsor’s Alternative and Culture Show in 2013 and at Minneapolis 
Burlesque Festival at the Tab Theater in 2016 following a variation of the same routine while maintaining the 
core performance stylistically similar.  
9
 The show refers to the first variation of Lavender Classic performed at SKIN in 2013.  
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flowing duster dress. She spins and twirls as she dances like a cyclone with her 
lavender silk ensemble. Roxi skillfully removes her gown and then teases the 
audience with a large set of lilac ostrich fans concealing and revealing her athletic 
form. This show is great as is or can be finished with a modern twist with Roxi’s jaw 
dropping, signature aerial hoop or tub. (Official site) 
 
In this act, Roxi D’Lite practices a veil peek-a-boo policy of gradual stripping as a fresh 
perspective that does not follow the banal Dance-of-the-Seven-Veil narrative. In a detailed 
analysis, she appears on stage wearing a lavender sparkling evening gown which is gradually 
peeled off as a second one is adeptly revealed. This stripping act reanimates her malleable 
body off the tight-fitting gown. The performer plays the role of a conquistador in an artistic 
way as her single piece of clothing functions both as a mantle and a veil. Following up, Roxi 
D’Lite lets the remaining pieces fall gracefully off her body and rests on her shimmery G-
string and pasties while she summons a pair of matching lavender fans to proceed with the 
second part of the act.
10
 In both variations of the Lavender Classic, this is the point when 
music ceases and the spectators’ applause becomes more vibrant as if the act culminates. 
However, she continues her Lavender Classic routine with two diversifications in her finales, 
namely, on an aerial hoop at the Minneapolis Burlesque Festival and in a glass bowl at the 
SKIN. In the former case, Roxi D’Lite hops on the hoop exercising the skills of a 
professional acrobat which sparks a warm response. The spectators are transferred to past 
eras when the variety and vaudeville shows included a wide range of multidisciplinary acts as 
inspired by the carnival, comedy shows, girl shows or even acrobatic acts. In the second 
variation, she revolves in a miniature bath bowl
11
 and fakes sexual climax through her water 
interplay. The neo-burlesquer transfers her spectators to an instant of sexual pleasure and 
folly. To achieve this goal, the bath sponge that she retrieves from the bottom of the glass 
bowl assists in accentuating her body curves as though her spectators’ gazes are directed 
towards her various body parts literally and figuratively caressed. Moreover, Roxi D’Lite 
playfully parleys the issue of space; public and private, as realized in a glass bowl. The 
performer deals with her sexiness and titillates her spectators. 
The act per se entails further analysis with two distinct foci: the spectators and the 
stripping subject. Stripping is mostly considered a cloistered and private act symbolizing 
though the act of the private going public. Richard Schechner notes “that nakedness always 
‘implies a public event’ because ‘to be naked with no one watching is to adumbrate a process 
that needs another’s acknowledgment” (qtd. in Katherine Liepe-Levinson 94). However, 
Schechner’s comment eliminates the idea that the act does not always propose 
acknowledgement by spectators since the person disrobing can engage in autoerotic acts 
being self-regulatory and self-satisfied. To this extent, the act might fall into stripping 
premises but remain private since the person can become the spectator of oneself. Schechner 
                                                          
10
 Up to this point, and with minor alterations in terms of how the garment is, the two pieces retain the same 
artistic routine and aesthetics. 
11
 The Glass Bowl routine is often retrieved in (neo-)burlesque acts by a plethora of performers such as in Dita 
von Teese’s famous Martini Glass routine, Lola the Vamp’s The Crystal Bowl and Roxi D’Lite’s Fetish Feline. 
Leslie Zemeckis notes that “[p]rops were integral to many of the women’s acts. Lili St. Cyr was known not only 
for her bathtub, but elaborate sets with vanities, mirrors, and hat racks” (201). Lili St. Cyr was considered 
among the pioneers of the bathtub act. 
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points out insightfully that “the spectators’ acknowledgement of the performer’s nudity 
always includes the spectators’ own projections of positive and negative body fantasies – 
projections that, in turn, transform the naked bodies of the dancers into other forms of social 
costuming” (94). Therefore, nakedness in neo-burlesque is a political act as the spectators can 
draw conclusions and pose questions on predetermined ideals with respect to what is offered 
and how this is perceived both privately and publicly. Acts like the bath routine bring both 
the spectators and the performers to the point of facing and experiencing the spectacle while 
simultaneously being transferred to their private bath routines, triggering sensual thoughts. 
Accordingly, Roxi D’Lite’s spectators engage in a publicly performed act that can become 
private in the sense that Lavender Classic can be spectated either publicly via live 
performance or watched privately via the spectators’ screens. In her act, disrobing becomes 
stripping and subsequently a performance act since the performer’s intention is to satisfy her 
own and her spectators’ desires. 
Another reading of the act lies on the performer’s presentation when serving herself as an 
aperitif to whet her spectators’ appetites. In the final act, Roxi D’Lite uses the element of 
water and the Martini Glass prop which is prominent in the American burlesque tradition. 
Lady Vivian Mae ingeniously suggests that “[t]he element of water has so many symbolic 
connotations, being one of the ‘Classical Elements’ of Air, Water, Earth and Fire. Greek 
Philosophers attributed water to having powers of emotion and intuition. In Indian 
mythology, Water is attached to the Moon, and Venus and imagination. Water is essentially a 
feminine symbol of intuition, of feeling” (qtd. in Lola the Vamp 9). Furthermore, water is the 
symbol of rejuvenation, catharsis, and cleansing of the body. Subsequently, Roxi D’Lite’s 
playfulness with water leads to the viewing of the neo-burlesque spectacle as a healing 
process for the body and the mind after the spectators’ and the performer’s participation in 
the show. In neo-burlesque, the body and the soul are cleansed from social presumptions and 
are rejuvenated through the experience achieved by the participation at the spectacle. Despite 
the cleansing properties of the water though, “[i]t also helps that the wet shine on her legs, 
herself being immersed in the bowl (the womb, …) simulates sex. She is [sweaty], she is 
penetrating. And the climax of course, is splashing the bowl empty onto the crowd and floor 
simulating the point of completion and ejaculation” (qtd. in Lola the Vamp 9).
12
 As 
aforementioned, sexual activity and arousal are often exorcized in the neo-burlesque tradition 
as a remnant of the beliefs of the past but Roxi D’Lite artfully overturns them by presenting 
an act of welcoming taboo-free sexual connotations. 
Along with Lavender Classic, 1940s Classic is another act that follows the traditional 
burlesque aesthetics and points to nostalgic references. Camilla Cream is introduced on stage 
in a “We’ll Meet Again”
13
 jazzed version clearly pointing to the fact that the neo-burlesquer 
is about to spatiotemporally transfer her spectators to the Second World War era when the 
song was originally released. Melodically dislocated from the present era, the choreography 
                                                          
12
 This quote originally refers to Lola the Vamp’s Crystal Bowl act and is used in this point to index the 
sensual/sexual impact that water offers to the body when performed in routines such as the ones of Roxi D’Lite 
and Lola the Vamp which promote equivalent aesthetics. 
13
 “We’ll Meet Again” is a 1939 British song made famous by singer Vera Lynn with music and lyrics 
composed and written by English songwriters Ross Parker and Hughie Charles. This act is musically 
accompanied by Benny Goodman’s recording with Peggy Lee in 1942.  
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is completed by Camilla Cream’s statuesque figure as drawn from a musical of the 1940s co-
starring with Hollywood-ian legends such as Ginger Rogers and Rita Hayworth. In order to 
achieve this allusion, Camilla Cream appears on stage wearing her hair in platinum blonde, 
curled in ruffles, milky-white in complexion and having her back turned at the spectators, 
augmenting in this way the anticipation of her upcoming revelation. The performer wears a 
long ciel-blue embroidered satin robe dressing gown and a feathered-tasseled white boa. Her 
glittery-gold dancing shoes also point to the past when the performers used to dance in lower-
heeled but luxurious designer shoes which were provocative for the era. The performer enters 
the stage in great arabesques and tendus as inspired by the ballet positions and engages in a 
combination of dancing styles including fox trot, waltz, tap and jazz dancing as undertaken 
by Ginger Rogers. Her dancing moves are elegant and graceful as Camilla Cream does not 
act upon sassy but rather sensual poses. She gradually commences her striptease routine 
continuing to follow the aforementioned aesthetic approach. She first uses leg and hand 
exposure as if to lure her spectators from an era when bodily revelations were socially 
exorcized and led to women’s stigmatization as being prostitutes or immoral. Camilla Cream 
also plays on the “bump-n-grind,” the “shimmying,” and on statuesque poses framed by her 
hands or body posture as usually enacted in the past. However, even though these routines 
continue to be incorporated in neo-burlesque performance, the neo-burlesquers often stage 
their shows based on sassier, provocative, exaggerated, acrobatic or even awkward, clumsy, 
or artless acts. This is because in neo-burlesque the welcoming sentiment of inclusion and 
participation embraces all those performers with a flair in dancing, desire to perform or even 
curiosity to experience the extravaganza, while technicality, skills and grace are often 
intentionally sidelined. Moving on to the act, Camilla Cream takes her long robe off and 
reveals a matching transparent undergarment which leaves her long legs uncovered and 
entices her spectators to actively participate in the spectacle through their expressions, 
exclamations, applause and whistling. When her undergarment is removed, she continues to 
swirl around the stage in tasseled panties and a sequin-covered matching bustier. The 
performer then, retrieves her boa and further frames her semi-naked body. The act is 
culminated in a reversed pose revealing her buttocks to her spectators as a farewell gift. The 
lights dim and the performer exits the stage.  
Lavender Classic and 1940s Classic can be characterized as classic burlesque shows as 
Roxi D’Lite’s and Camilla Cream’s luxurious costumes, their curved bodies and their 
elaborate striptease routines constitute flawless gaudy acts which could easily be retrieved 
from the past decades. Nevertheless, the acts trade on recreation which is conceived neither to 
subvert the perception of the sexualized objectified body nor to politically challenge the 
current affairs. They create an ambivalent sense on the part of the viewers, since, on the one 
hand, the spectators are mesmerized by the spectacular images and the glamorized nostalgia 
which transfers them to past eras, but on the other hand, they uncritically rest on what is 




                                                          
14
 In neo-burlesque, there are those performers such as Roxi D’Lite and Michelle L’amour who claim that the 
spectacle is a means of pleasure first and hence the acts are not meant to carry a political or social meaning. On 
the contrary though, there are those who try to offer something more than mere entertainment and to politically 




Neo-burlesque Trades on Objectification and Comedy: Lola the Vamp’s The Doll and 
Coco Framboise’s Mr. Potato Head 
The Doll
15
 is a video burlesque performance in which Lola the Vamp negotiates the 
existing object/subject, fetishist and scopophiliac perceptions imposed on the female body by 
the differentiated sociocultural backgrounds around the globe. As Martin Randy notes, “[i]f 
the body is recognized both for its material substance and its lived practice, then it too 
presents the possibility of a politics” (7). The body in neo-burlesque is willfully and 
knowingly placed in the position of either the subject or the object and can subvert each 
position according to the political messages that it needs to attribute to an act. As Meghann 
Yavanna Montgomery
16
 underlines, “[a] performer may choose to imbue a performance with 
an empowering message, but the act of performing burlesque is a tightrope walk between 
submission to traditional ideals of femininity and feminist empowerment” (20-21). In The 
Doll, the setting consists of a simple white drapery functioning as background, a chair, dim 
illumination and a carpet, while the performer is set in a sitting position until her 
revivification is triggered by the music vibe. Lola the Vamp’s appearance simulates a 
Victorian atmospheric setting, while the candlelight illumination connotes her willingness to 
present a succinct but promising show oriented towards her viewers’ desire as well as her 
own, to excite the spectators’ fantasy and initiate them in a burlesque spectacle of a bygone 
era. As far as the selection of the costume is concerned, the neo-burlesquer resembles a 
ballerina in a jewelry box as she wears a rococo corset, a crème tutu skirt, an oversized 
bodysuit, a matching G-string, a bra, burgundy tasseled pasties and a pair of pointe shoes. 
Additionally, the selection of the blonde curly wig adds to the “masquerading” of the act in 
her attempt to convey the doll narrative to her spectators. The burlesquer’s video 
representation evokes and enhances amateurism and she knowingly adds to the neo-burlesque 
rhetoric that the spectacle can be actually staged at any space –actual or virtual– and by 
anyone with a burlesque flair. This argument has been most recently enhanced during the 
COVID-19 era when performers have staged acts, shows and workshops from the 
convenience of their own homes and studios encouraging their video-spectators to participate 
in the extravaganza and support their artistry. This piece devises a secretive narrative in 
which the performer’s moves are hasty, inappropriate, and piquant and they are thus 
forbidden by the house occupants. Simultaneously, they are awakening and stimulating for 
the performers and the video-spectators’ subconscious desires for participating at or staging a 
show away from the indiscreet eyes of a judgmental social environment. Through this 
experimental
17
 piece, the burlesquer’s intention is to raise awareness on spectatorship as 
                                                                                                                                                                                    
or socially awaken their spectators like Legs Malone, Jezebel Express, BOB or Dirty Martini, to name just a 
few.  
15
 The Doll was published on YouTube on 14 October 2010. 
16
 Meghann Yavanna Montgomery performs under the nickname Lola the Vamp and she is the first performer 
who has ever transformed her neo-burlesque act in an academic dissertation and often lectures and performs in 
universities and stages in Australia.  
17
 The term is used in the specific case to describe the fact that The Doll is not an “on stage” piece but it 
constitutes part of the performer’s cinematic aesthetic variations. Lola the Vamp has also appeared in several 
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regards to whom the act is addressed and from whom it derives. Moreover, it touches upon 
the issue that sexual desire is still a taboo often discussed in disguise and that the performer is 
placed in the position of the object in order to negotiate and challenge all the social 
restrictions imposed on the body. Its short duration, though, diminishes the spectators’ 
anticipation for physical revelation as its promoted imagery purposefully permeates 
amateurism in a saucy video that attempts to stir her viewers’ sentiments, sexual and sensual 
arousal and expectations which are purposefully left unfulfilled. 
In The Doll, Lola the Vamp negotiates the object/subject female representation as she 
maintains that “[t]he doll, [as] the erotic object, the burlesque performer, exists between the 
world of the object and the subject” (Montgomery 73). Owing to this fact, her piece does not 
comprise of objectified female representation but transforms into a multilayered body 
narrative. Unfolding this piece’s imageries, the production and release of the video rest upon 
the burlesquer’s personal choices, while the images of a doll that has been played with, 
offered moments of pleasure and entertainment, used or even manipulated by her tenants and 
viewers are negotiated. The performer characteristically observes that “[t]he doll is capable of 
being nothing – sitting still on a shelf then paradoxically whatever the child (or adult) 
imagines its purpose or story to be. The doll is the thing through which people play out 
desires, imaginings and stories” (Montgomery 72). Yet, what the performer endeavors to 
communicate to her spectators is the symbol of a doll that is tired of being treated as a passive 
object and used as a sex toy or a submissive doll-like entity. She is deliberately liberated from 
the limitations of the jewelry box and transmutes into a subject actuating the spectators to 
perform correspondingly. On an alternative narrative, even though Lola the Vamp is aware 
that the functionality of both the ballerina and the doll rests upon the premises of beauty, 
grace, and high technicality, she uses her body consciously and breaks free from the social 
constraints imposed on the elegant fragile ballerina body. A ballerina is a performer who can 
malleably adjust and be restricted to the conventions of ballet dancing in which the body 
must be nothing less than elegant, perfectly calculated and precise. Nevertheless, Lola the 
Vamp’s moves are purposefully both clumsy and graceful to subvert the reserved model 
ideal. This piece questions the patriarchal stereotypes that dictate a moderate and chaste 
display of the female body and even of female agency. In G. Berger’s perspective, “[t]he 
ballerina body represented both an extreme construction of idealized femininity and a 
potential metaphor for mechanical purpose” (qtd. in Montgomery 64). Hence, Lola the Vamp, 
through the exposure of her semi-naked body and the selection of uncalculated and 
disordered moves, makes her own commentary on the object/subject binary surrounding the 
concept of the female body and its cultural construction as a sex toy. The ballerina/doll 
dichotomy is subjectified as it is the performer who is responsible for the means, ways, and 
technicalities through which her narrative will be implemented. The “doll” comes to 
life⸺makes independent and autonomous movements⸺but still, there is no voice. Lola the 
Vamp’s ballerina does not conform to any restrictive dance patterns or perfunctory models 
and uses her body as a communicative instrument with her spectators.  
                                                                                                                                                                                    
short films including The Poor Slob and the Good Fairy (Cannes Short Film Corner 2007) based on 1899 
cabaret script by Alphonse Allais.  
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In The Doll, the binary object/subject body representation⸺the object position imposed 
by sociocultural standards and the male gaze along with the subject position as she breaks 
away from these standards⸺is also depicted through the cinematic angle. On the one hand, 
Lola the Vamp is an object to her spectators’ voracious gazes and sexual drives. On the other 
hand, though, the artist directs her spectators’ gaze towards her disrobing as she is both the 
agent and director of her own neo-burlesque performance piece. As Eric Schafer notes, “[i]n 
burlesque films women strutted, pranced, swung their arms, bumped their hips, poured out of, 
and then stripped off their costumes in what appeared to be a flood of uncontained sexual 
display. The women on screen met the gaze of the spectator, acknowledged that gaze, and 
defiantly invited him to look further” (53). For instance, as Michelle Wandor suggests against 
the frequent male-active-gazing/female-passive-gazed binary, “[t]he images of women 
function as fantasy models for the women viewers, and as potential and desirable objects for 
the men viewers; in a very crucial sense women are at the centre of the very ideas of glamour; 
but in an ironic fashion, they are also crucial behind the scenes, not just as models, but as 
servicers of the entertainment and advertising industries themselves” (31). The Doll 
aesthetically and symbolically draws on female neo-burlesque narratives which trigger the 
spectators’ attention, and inflame thoughts on the female body as “[t]he body becomes part of 
the mise-en-scène, all for aesthetic purpose, for the fantastical, indeed for the area of illusion” 
(Montgomery 72). In The Doll, the mise-en-scène hybridizes Lola the Vamp’s act in the sense 
that it combines elements of a theatrical act given through a cinematic angle. The finale of 
this recording, which is sealed with a wink and a blink of the eye, is a confirmatory testimony 
of equilibrium between the subject/object representations as the performer is looking 
knowingly at the focal cinematic point. It is also significant to note that the performer does 
not restrict her act on gender biases since she is aware that the video can be viewed by a 
plethora of spectators of versatile social backgrounds and genders. Through this act, the 
performer welcomes her spectators in her most intimate moments by creating a flirtatious 
relationship with them, and dares to first penetrate their personal spaces and then consciously 
become a public spectacle herself. Lola the Vamp consciously places her body before the 
spectators’ gaze but, through the cinematic approach, she directs their gaze as she is in charge 
of the camera.  
Through her Lost Toys, a Toronto-based Burlesque Festival, and especially through Mr. 
Potato Head,
18
 Coco Framboise undertakes spatiotemporal travel when toys used to have a 
tangible significance for children denoting innocence and memory. Inspired by this toy 
memory, Coco Framboise weaves her thematic web around lost toys; while often being 
neglected, broken down, replaced by new fancier ones, dispatched and non-functional but 
mostly obsolete and unwanted, they were later on in life missed, reminisced, nostalgically 
remembered and often re/searched. In this festival, the spectators are introduced to it with the 
following description: “Welcome to the lost and found department! Set in a busy train station, 
                                                          
18
 Mr. Potato Head⸺later followed by the whole potato family⸺was a toy manufactured in 1949 in the US and 
was the first toy advertised on TV. The toy was originally designed to be sold as separate plastic pushpins in the 
form of eyes, noses, mouths, hats and ears which applied to real potatoes. However, after accusations on rotting 
vegetables and wasted food, the companies (Hasbro, Playskool and PPW Toys) accompanied these parts with a 
plastic potato on which the pushpins could be attached. The cartoon Toys represented a most current reference 
of Mr. Potato Head. 
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this narrative cabar-play
19
 follows a day in the life of our station clerk as he discovers cheeky 
lost toys and attempts to repair them and reunite them with their rightful owners” (YouTube). 
Among a plethora of performers who present their favorite toys, Coco Framboise selects Mr. 
Potato Head and enters the stage in a rather funny costume which does not cross-reference 
traditional burlesque acts in which glittery elaborate costumes, high heels, sequins, boas and 
semi-naked bodies excel. The selection of the costume clearly points to a gigantic amorphous 
and faceless top-hatted potato. When the performer initiates the act, she retrieves a pair of 
eyes and pretentiously pins them⸺literally sticks them⸺on the costume to create the illusion 
of a face. She then searches for another pair of eyes which she positions on a near stand. 
These eyes take the position of another spectator and promote the idea that the performer is 
spectated by diverse angles. In so doing, the performer attempts to prove that for a show to 
take place another person’s spectatorship is needed as a constant reminder that the 
performer’s act is watched. The neo-burlesquer continues with her act by artfully employing 
her white-gloved hands which function as eyebrows; they are considered the frame of the 
face as they indicate signs of expression and reveal emotions. As Elizabeth Grosz observes, 
“[b]odies speak, and without necessarily talking, because they become coded as signs. They 
speak social codes. They become intextuated, narrativized; simultaneously, social codes, 
laws, and ideals become incarnated” (qtd. in Montgomery 38). Her gestures successfully 
mimic the movements of the eyebrows which animate the potato in sharing facial expressions 
of being shy, angry, puzzled or sleepy which ginger her act up and spark her spectators’ 
laughter and applause. The performer, then, attaches a mouth on her potato face and seeks for 
the “watchful” eyes’ recognition. When failing to do so, she searches for a nose, throws the 
mouth away and puts on a moustache. Continuing to fail in feeding the eyes’ appetite, Mr. 
Potato Head shows her disappointment, while at the same time, the spectators burst in “Ohs 
and Aaas” and other supportive exclamations to console her from her grief. Owing to the 
spectators’ approval, Mr. Potato Head returns to her bag and retrieves a big smiley mouth. In 
a final unsuccessful attempt to magnetize and lure the eyes’ attention, she reverses the smiley 
face into a sad face but decides to punch the eyes away since they do not seem to be moved 
by her emotions. Subsequently, she directs her smile to the cheering spectators who know 
how to appreciate the act and translate this appreciation and approval in an expressive and 
conspicuous way. The performer then bids farewell to her spectators and exits the stage 
without any physical revelations but having offered a funny comedic act. 
Mr. Potato Head is a ground-breaking act in the sense that it challenges many of the 
stereotypes referring to the genre, the female body, beauty, color and the burlesque 
performer’s “voicelessness.” Namely, the genre was and continues to be accused of focusing 
on the centralization and exposure of the female stripping body in contrast to the past when 
burlesque used to be synonymous with satire and comedy. Mr. Potato Head functions in a 
restorative way for burlesque as it brings comedy back to where it belongs. As Justyna 
Deszcz argues, “[t]heoretically, the authorial interaction with contemporary and past writers, 
and with storytellers of folklore is twofold: the author may choose either to duplicate given 
patterns and ideas, and thus confirm the existing order of the world, or to question and 
                                                          
19
 The term “cabar-play” is coined by Coco Framboise, the founder of the Toronto Burlesque Festival, to refer to 
the experience of participating at an extravaganza that combines theatrical, cabaret and burlesque elements. An 
example is her Lost Toys in which performers from multiple genres express their artistry through a shared story.  
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subvert them so as to criticize the dominant forces in the society” (84-85). In the 
aforementioned dilemma, Coco Framboise chooses to defy the glittery striptease 
extravaganza that often objectifies the female body and delves into the genre’s satirical past 
so as to offer a satirical representation of sociocultural facts of the present. She knowingly 
chooses to be objectified by placing herself into the position of the object in order to 
comment on neglected objects and acts as burlesque and the burlesquers are considered to be. 
In addition, she brings forward the memory of a toy that used to be loved by many but lost its 
popular appeal when other more up-to-date toys were invented. This parallelism also applies 
to burlesque performance as it is often considered an obsolete spectacle of the past decades. 
In other words, the performer makes her sociopolitical comment on the fact that various 
genres tend to be neglected or nostalgically reminisced, yet, when re/contextualized they can 
offer an appealing new spectacle by reinventing themselves, as in the case of neo-burlesque. 
Coco Framboise offers her entertaining act both for consumption and for reflection on how 
the comedic heritage of burlesque can be preserved and how female performers that 
contribute to its preservation should not be left on the margins of the American popular 
culture. 
The representation of the body is another issue springing from Mr. Potato Head as it 
brings into the spotlight the black hypersexualized female body, the stripping body and the 
objectified body. Coco Framboise chooses to stage a fully clothed act; an act that does not 
remit to the hypersexualized black female body but to a body that transforms into a shapeless 
object. Coco Framboise’s body transcends the sexy/sexual barriers placed on the black 
female performer and inaugurates to a female shapely performer’s body to narrate a nostalgic 
story retold with neo-burlesque twists. Moreover, by using her body in this way she manages 
to question several stereotypical portrayals of the black burlesque body as sassy, promiscuous 
and hypersexual and replaces it with a potato-shaped body which does not share any 
sexual/sexy or sensual connotations. As far as the neo-burlesque elements are concerned, in 
Mr. Potato Head, Coco Framboise transfers the spectators to past decades when the female 
burlesque performers cross-dressed in order to satirically approach the male-centered 
productions, plays and representations, and to challenge spectatorship in the US. Even 
nowadays, when cross-dressing acts are widely selected by many performers, neo-burlesque 
maintains its correlation to the stripping semi-naked sequined body. Owing to this fact, when 
many spectators attend the shows what they are longing for is the striptease peak-a-boo 
rhetoric. However, Coco Framboise’s choice not to offer a striptease act is a political choice 
as she presents the way the female body can often be placed in the position of an object⸺and 
mostly the black female body which carries so much cultural burden⸺but can be 




Viewed from a neo-burlesque perspective, burlesque acquires a new theatrical meaning 
since it brings the spectacle to the forefront. Neo-burlesque has not sprung as a form of a 
spectacle that denounces or rejects its past but rather re-emerged as a re/viewed version of 
itself which now deals with the sociopolitical agenda of the twenty-first century. In this 
article, the author’s attempt is to show how a spectacle with a long tradition can still rely on 
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its aesthetic, artistic and technical properties as viewed in Roxi D’Lite’s and Camilla Cream’s 
acts which both cross-refer to burlesque’s past and employ all those elements in order to 
prove that tradition can still influence most current forms of entertainment without being 
outdated or self-conflating. Moreover, acts such as Coco Framboise’s Mr. Potato Head 
contribute to the restoration of the comedic and nostalgic elements that the genre used to have 
in the past, which were later predominantly replaced by striptease acts. Finally, Lola the 
Vamp’s act draws from the aesthetic make-up of bygone acts but offers an empowering 
version of how stereotypes on the female body can be negotiated. Neo-burlesque is not 
limited or limiting to styles and aesthetic alternatives because knowing performers can delve 
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